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Overview
Crowdsourcing is an innovative information gathering method for leading edge thought content provided by multiple freelancers/contributors and streamlined to employ maximum aggregation and distribution efficiencies across the board. Every organization regardless of size or market has the ability to integrate the crowdsourcing process to lower costs, raise the innovation bar and add turnaround speed to get on to the next project easier, faster and smarter.  

Over the last decade, outsourcing has become an exciting concept for lowering costs by leveraging the lower wage bases found in populous areas of the world.  The combination of an educated workforce and low wages in these areas has proven to be employable in many ways.  The Crowdsourcing process taps these same dynamics while adding a new dimension in that the scale, response time, and ease of reach to this workforce is comparably larger.  For the first time in human history, a unique piece, project, specific need, or business problem can be posted on the Web, granting millions of people access to opportunities to compete and provide winning work. This free market approach ensures the best product for the investment by cultivating healthy competition and choice.  This benefits all parties since freelance workers will have access to a source of projects that fit their unique talents and skill sets while authors/aggregators will be able to embrace a new opportunity to generate revenue from their home or office.  The aggregators announcing these project opportunities now have the option to harness the Internet herd to finish work cheaper and more efficiently with a much larger inventory of innovative ideas.  And in most cases, the buyer does not pay for the work until it is done with a winning project selected. This effectively reduces risk for the buyer and places it on the freelancers who are competing to provide the best output.  

There are now approximately 100 Web sites using this custom approach to complete work via the Web and the concept is still young.  Over time however, we will see crowdsourcing dwarf outsourcing in the volumes of work completed.  It will become a very normal thing for organizations to post a high percentage of their project needs online to be completed by contracted freelance workers.  The faster you and your organization learn to integrate this option, the sooner you will reap the rewards.
Goals

1. Identify methods to lower back office costs – There are many possible opportunities where work that in-house or expensive contract work, can be crowdsourced.  These opportunities will vary based on the size and the industry of the organization but one commonality is that everyone has the potential of finding some degree of savings by applying this concept.  To this end, we want to target a specific ROI metric and set a goal to achieve it.
2. Develop ways to add innovation and creativity form the crowd – There are two different methods for adding innovation through crowdsourcing.  The first is tied to the fact that when creative tasks are crowdsourced, the responses will come from talent all over the world at a much higher volume than is conventionally achievable.  For example, if you need a logo designed, it is not uncommon to receive over 200 submissions.  To this end, the volume of submissions and diversity of those submitting will add innovation by expanding your resources.  The second outlet for innovation is the opportunity to post idea requests and solutions to the crowd.  Instead of just a few internal minds surveying possibilities, crowdsourcing provides instant access to thousands – in many cases, the same customer base you might be trying to impress.  The goal is to actively use the crowd to augment creativity where it will benefit most.

3. Develop new methods for getting work done faster than in-house alternatives  – In a world where everything moves faster, added speed is seldom considered a disadvantage.  At times, speed is a function of agility and efficiency geared toward how many people can be harnessed to provide the work.  Crowdsourcing enables the option of harnessing a diverse, responsive workforce to get work done immediately.  This means it is feasible to achieve a thousand people competing to provide work on a task with only a 24-hour turnaround.  Where might this level of agility and  in completing a project or task be an asset for you?

4. Develop an ability to find solutions to problems that have not been solved in the past– Asking the crowd for help in solving an existing problem effectively mitigates risk for your organization.  Sites like Innocentive.com provide a forum for seekers and solvers to help one another.  The business problem you pose may be mechanical, chemical, financial, marketing, or engineering based.  Regardless the need, you can post the problem with an appropriate reward bounty and people from all over the world will compete to solve it.  To this end, honing and developing this ability to solve even the most complex problems through crowdsourcing could be the difference maker.

5. Add crowdsourcing as a tool to fill roles that do not require full time staff – It has become very common for organizations to contract out work that either cannot be done in-house, or that would not be financially wise for full time staff to complete.  This could be a task that needs to be done seasonally or irregularly through the year.  Essentially, the crowd can execute any task which is creative or academic in nature.  This includes writing, marketing, accounting, research, editing, creative design pursuits.  If it does not make sense to have a full time person on staff to execute, then crowdsourcing should be approached as a much more cost efficient alternative.
Process Description

Step One – Choose the best Web site for announcing the task/project – There is a growing list of crowdsourcing sites and the quality of work you get will vary depending on which community you tap into.  There are sites with thousands of workers ready to do any generalized scope of work, and there are sites that do very specific kinds of work.  Choosing the wrong place to post your projects can be a disaster.  For this reason, it is important to gain an understanding of what sites are available, how many workers they have, and what their terms of use are.  We can provide a list of sites, and lots of anecdotal information on the best avenue if you need advice.  Additional thoughts to consider when seeking out the best site to post your project:

· Three filters for selecting your site - First choose a site that is built to do the type of task you want done.  Next, look for a large worker base. If they have 65,000 workers, you are likely to get higher quality and turnaround than a site with 600 workers.  The final filter should be reviewing and evaluating the site’s legal terms and conditions.

· Relative to terms and conditions, be sure to also check the site’s agreement document for signing and rewarding winning contributors.  You want to be able to download a copy of this agreement after being signed by the worker(s) you choose so you have a clear “work for hire” situation and no potential intellectual property issues.

· Each site will have a slightly different expectation of bounty amounts.  In other words, the bounty that attracts good designers for a brochure design competition will vary from site to site.  Make sure you understand what sites are in your price range if that is an issue.  This brings us to the following step.
Step Two – Choose the appropriate bounty amount and project time window – The boundaries of what is an effective bounty or reward to offer are very much in flux.  Crowdsourcing as a concept is so new that specific tasks like designing a logo or writing 1000 words of copy are still finding the fair price point.  In addition, the most effective bounty amount could vary based on the site.  There are some general rules that make sense to heed.  

The first is to offer enough that you get the attention of some quality workers.  To find that amount, you must observe other contests (or requests) and see what the range of offers has been for similar work.  For example, if the task has typically been commanding anywhere from $300 to $600 dollars, this is a good indicator you should not offer $200 or $800.  A mistake here will assure the quality of work you receive will be low and money will be wasted on this subpar submission.  

We advise clients to look at the bounty in terms of how much quality they want or need.  If you want high quality, bid at the higher end of the range.  If you work is not high demand, bid at the low range.  It is also important to make a thoughtful decision as per how long to run your contest, or give the competing crowd to complete the task.  If you pick a window that is too short, you risk missing out on some qualified participants that simply could not get the work done in time. You also risk not having enough time to provide feedback to the participants so they can do second and third versions of their original attempts. Additional thoughts to consider:

· Various sites handle their add-on fees in different ways.  The bounty may only be part of the cost.  You may have a service fee, and extra marketing fees (optional) on top.  Most sites will provide an “a la carte” pricing menu of options to help you better promote your job, or to handle the process in extended ways.  Keep this in mind when budgeting the total amount of the project.

· In some cases, you may want to select a second work product in addition to the one you are presenting.  For example, you take the research done by provider one and agree to release the bounty to them while negotiating a deal with provider two for the research they did.  In this case, you can offer a lower amount – maybe half – of the original offer for the winner.

· There are two different ways you can offer bounties on most sites: guaranteed and non-guaranteed.  The difference is your commitment to award someone the work no matter what.  In a non-guaranteed project, you will not award the work unless you see something you like.  Workers will put a higher priority on working for guaranteed projects so be careful to make a wise decision on which way you go.

· The longer you can leave the work window open, the better quality product you will get in the end so do not constrict the window unless time-sensitive demands force this.

· If you have no idea how long to leave a work window open, look at some of the other projects on your crowdsourcing site and follow the lead of others posting jobs consistent with yours.
Step Three – Provide complete and valuable instructions – One of the lessons we learned early on when crowdsourcing lots of projects was the need to provide thorough, clear instructions.  This aids potential workers in refining their submissions so their first round production is much more on target.  When you don’t provide proper instruction, crowdsource participants will become frustrated going through a number of cycles trying to get it right based on minimal feedback.  For example, when crowdsourcing the design of a book cover, we provided zero instruction about colors we liked/disliked, how we wanted the graphic displayed (2D or 3D), and whether we needed a back cover and a front cover.  The result was over 300 submissions with the first 200 far off the mark as a direct result of our overly simplistic direction. 

Be sure to give ample thought to your style preferences, parameters, and specific dislikes before making your announcement. Also, if appropriate, provide examples for them to see what you are looking for. This is especially important if you will have copyrighting done.  Additional ideas include:

· In many cases, complete instructions will cause some workers to stay out of contests and that is OK.  It is better all around to have 50 people that are qualified and motivated trying to earn your work then 200 that you will have to sort through.

· Always include information about what file formats you will need the work completed in.  Workers may show you samples in formats you cannot download and use for their own protection.  This is understandable and expected.  You just want to make sure they know what formats you will need the finished product in.

· If you are doing a creative project, be sure to provide any information about the target audience/demographic for the creative work.  You will have designers on the other end who are used to getting detailed information about who the design is for and what it will be used to accomplish.  For example, don’t run a project for a new logo and fail to give the designers any feel for the customer base or preferred style.
Step Four – Provide ongoing feedback as the project/contest runs – In many cases, your online workers will ask questions, make comments, and offer advice.  You must have a person assigned to monitor this correspondence and provide feedback.  Most sites allow crowd participants to post questions everyone can see so if you do not reply, the entire workforce will think you are disengaged.  Our observation has been that higher quality talents almost always ask questions and if we do not provide answers quickly, they get frustrated.  This is understandable from their viewpoint. The feedback and answers that you provide will have a big impact on the final quality of the work. This is the reason someone needs to own the responsibility of communicating with the crowd while the work request is out. Consider the following when providing feedback:

· Make sure you know whether the feedback you are about to give will be given privately, or publicly to the whole group.  One mistake in this area could cause everyone to stop working. For example, disclosing to a preferred participant that you love their efforts and that they will probably be the winner.  Everyone else could see this comment and stop trying.

· Keep in mind that many of the crowd workers are in foreign countries and may not write in perfect English, or understand American idioms and common phrases in some cases.

· The more you treat the crowd workers with respect and dignity the harder they will produce for you.  If you treat them as disposable laborers, you will draw low quality work.  We have also noticed they are becoming more savvy and sophisticated about who is placing the jobs.  If you treat them poorly the first time, do not expect much attention and response the next time you place a job.
Step Five – Make the final selection of the winning work/solution – After reviewing all submitted works and following up on any remaining correspondence, all you have to do is choose a winner.  This should be easy right?  Not always.  One of the blessings/curses of crowdsourcing is that you may have many quality options to choose from. This is especially the case when you have posted a creative project, which merits an important piece of advice.  Before you ever engage in crowdsourcing a project, come to an agreement internally as per how the winner will be chosen.  Too many companies get excited about crowdsourcing projects and end up with ten solid options for winners, each of which may look good to someone.  Then they deliberate on making the final selection.  Whether the decision will be an executive one or decided by the vote of a committee, just be sure you have a selection process developed and ready to roll out.  Here is some selection filtering options:

· While the contest is ongoing you can solicit comments from individuals who will be involved in the selection and use this survey to rank the work product as it comes in.  This way everyone that has a say can be logging onto the contest and monitoring progress. 

· Because the submissions are Web-based, it is possible to send a link of top submissions to a group of customers, friends, clients, family, or any other group you think may assist with the decision making process.

· Choose three people in advance who will vote on the winner.  As long as they do not choose varying options you can quickly get to a decision.  If each does make a different choice you will need to widen the selection group until a consensus is reached.
Step Six – Close out the job in a thorough manner – There are a number of tasks that really need to be done in order to close out a job well.  One warning is that these contests and their participants do close up and move quickly.  Once your crowd sees a contest has ended they only care about who the winner is.  Ultimately, the winner only cares about the reward.  To this end, any feedback or information you want from those involved is best gathered before the end date.  Consider the following:

· Be sure to thank all who worked hard on your project and did not get chosen.  This only takes a few moments and helps establish strong rapport which may have a positive impact on future projects..

· Make sure you receive all applicable file formats or versions of the work requested as close to the end of your project as possible.  There is minimal chance you will be able to communicate with the winner one week later.  So, if you need a graphic in three different formats (common for logo’s and related works) be sure to request them within hours of your closing date.

· Capture a screenshot of the crowdsource Web page with the top ten submissions and keep it on file in case you find out later you cannot use the selection you made.  This gives you a chance to follow up the providers of your second and third choices.  This serves as a backup since the participant may pull their submission leaving you unable to retrieve it later.

· If appropriate, do a final assessment of the financial impact, innovation level, and turnaround time of the project.  How did this method compare to traditional means of accomplishing similar work?  Be sure to factor in the management and correspondence time to gauge the true cost.  It is important to comprehensively evaluate all facets and derived value of crowdsourcing.  Though it may currently be a hot trend, that is not a reason to adopt this process.  It must provide clear advantages.
Step 7 (Conditional)  – Verify you are not in violation of any copyright or trademark filings – This step is only necessary if you are having copyrightable creative work done.  This step needs to be done BEFORE you close out a contest so if infringement is discovered, you can continue the contest and complete the task as planned.  In some cases, the providers of the work may use other works found on the Internet as the base concept or visual.  In this scenario what may still appear to be original work could be 80% of another logo or graphic the participant has ripped off.  You are responsible for making sure there is no  violation along these lines.  To this end if someone writes copy for you it makes sense to run it through a text search engine to determine if the same copy exists on the Web.  Be forewarned, workers getting paid a low wage to crowdsource a task may often look to cut corners, and in some countries the concept of trademark/copyright violation does not mean much.

Desired Outcomes

The most important outcome of this process is that you are able to complete a project or task in a way that benefits both the organization and crowd community.  Organizations can benefit in three possible areas:

ROI – If the work can be done less expensively by the crowd and with added quality and turnaround speed, then profit margins will increase.

Quality/Innovation – If the work can be done in a way that provides a wider scope of options to choose from, or with a higher level of quality, then the organization has benefited from the crowd dynamic.  In many cases, the crowd has the depth of creativity to provide solutions that would never have been discovered in-house.  At the same time, a larger group working on a task or challenge has a better chance of solving it or completing it with a high level of quality.  There are many talented people out in the crowd eager to find job posts in line with their skill set.

Speed of completion – The crowd has two benefits that can improve turnaround time on completion.  One is that a myriad of crowdsource participants are always ready and waiting to tackle a new posting.  They are hungry for the work and will dedicate their immediate time to completing your task if you ask them to.  The second benefit is the scale of the crowd relative to the structure of the project or task.  It is possible to break up a large project across many crowd workers so all of them are completing their assignment at the same time.  This ability to harness a large number of workers at the ready can have a dramatic, innovative impact on speed of completion.

The more experience you gain with the crowdsourcing process, the more comfort you will have in the benefits it can provide.  The final desired outcome is that you fully integrate and institutionalize this tool within your organization so that it becomes a regular method for solving problems and completing projects.  For this to happen, the skill of using this tool must be shared and directed throughout the organization.  Don’t allow it to become only the resource of the department that pioneered its use.  Train all different levels and departments of the organization so that everyone can use and benefit from the efficiencies of the crowdsourcing process.
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